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TED UNDERWOOD 
Productivism and the Vogue 
for "Energy" in Late 
Eighteenth-Century Britain 
IN 
THE SECOND HALF OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY, according tO AnSOn 
Rabinbach, "the work ethic was eclipsed by a quantitative economy of 
energy."1 This change was brought about, in Rabinbach's analysis, primar 
ily by nineteenth-century science, which showed that a single quantifiable 
"energy" connected all social and natural processes, and thereby "raised the 
concept of work to the dignity of a universal principle of nature, irrespec 
tive of the 'moral perfection' of servants or of any other workers" (Rabin 
bach 61). Discussions of work that had been based on an implicitly moral 
opposition between diligence and idleness came increasingly to depend 
instead on the opposition of energy and fatigue. Work was therefore seen 
less as a moral issue and more as an aspect of the metabolism of nature. 
Rabinbach's term for this naturalization of labor is "productivism." 
It's perhaps a bit of an exaggeration to suggest that the work ethic has 
ever been entirely "eclipsed." But if Rabinbach is right?and he's right at 
least about the direction in which things were moving?the insight is an 
important one. So important, in fact, that it's worth quibbling about 
questions like where, when, and why this process began. Rabinbach places 
a great deal of explanatory weight on the discovery of the conservation of 
energy (the first law of thermodynamics) in the late 1840s. In this paper I 
want to suggest that the date is rather too late, and that "productivism" 
had already gone through a long and complex gestation in general culture 
before it received scientific confirmation from the first law. 
There's no reason to think that an idea of this size has anything like an 
absolute origin. But I think it is possible to identify the late eighteenth 
century as the moment when the analogy between the productive powers 
of nature and of society became a dominant subject of discussion. One 
piece of evidence for this might be the rise of the metaphor of an 
i. Anson Rabinbach, The Human Motor (New York: Basic Books, 1990) 59. 
SiR, 34 (Spring 1995) 
103 
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"oeconomy of nature." This is the title of a popular-scientific work by 
George Gregory pubUshed in 1798, as weU as a favorite phrase with James 
Hutton, whose assumption that there was an 
" 
conomy of the world" 
importantly guided his uniformitarian theory in geology.2 
Another sort of evidence for the importance of this analogy?the sort 
I'U be looking at more closely in this paper?comes from the history of 
the language itself. Productivism, as we've seen, can be characterized as a 
shift from a moral discourse of "diUgence" to a discourse of "energy" or 
natural labor power. For this reason, it's interesting to document the 
dramatic vogue for "energy" in late eighteenth-century Britain. (There was 
also, incidentaUy, a simultaneous vogue for the word in France.) "Energy," 
as I'U try to show, was an increasingly important term in a number of 
different kinds of writing in the 1790s. By the end of the decade, it had 
achieved the status of a recognizable buzzword, and a social ideal. 
But does this "energy" have anything to do with the "economy of 
energy" that Rabinbach finds ecUpsing the work ethic sixty years later? 
This isn't easy to answer, because the formulation of a conservation prin 
ciple in the mid-nineteenth century did reshape the very meaning of the 
word "energy," and that reshaped meaning has since become something 
Uke a basic category for us?so that we're in considerable danger of reading 
it back into texts anachronisticaUy. "Energy," for us, is impUcitly a quantity 
of something that can be converted, stored, released, or wasted; but before 
1850, the word wasn't usuaUy used in these ways, and didn't necessarily 
describe a quantity at aU. This has to be kept firmly in mind. 
In spite of these reservations, I beUeve it's correct to say that the late 
eighteenth-century vogue for "energy" was in fact the beginning of a shift 
from a moral conception of labor towards productivism. Looking closely 
at the way the word functioned for writers Uke FuseU, Godwin, WoUstone 
craft, and Humphry Davy, one finds evidence that "energy" was coming 
to prominence in Britain precisely because it was replacing an older ideal 
of "industry" or "diUgence." ImpUcit in this change is a preference for 
seeing work, not as a moral product of the wiU, but as a spontaneous 
productive power analogous to the powers of nature. 
The first task, for anyone who goes about finding earUer antecedents for 
things, is necessarily to explain why their account shouldn't be seen as open 
to the same charge. If we can push. 18 50 back to 1790, why not push it 
2. James Hutton, "Theory of the Earth; or an Investigation of the Laws Observable in 
the Composition, Dissolution, and Restoration of Land upon the Globe, 
" 
Contributions to 
the History of Geology, ed. George W. White (Danen: Hafner, 1970) 5: 400-410. 
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back to 1734 or before? This is a particular problem in the case of the ideas 
I'm discussing now, because the historical specificity of the vogue for 
"energy" has not been widely recognized. Though Morton Paley has 
commented that 
" 
'energy' was a fashionable word in the eighteenth cen 
tury,"3 he says nothing more specific about when or for whom the word 
was fashionable. I would argue that we can define the vogue for energy 
more specifically as a late-century phenomenon. In the closing decades of 
the eighteenth century, "energy" acquired new meanings entirely different 
from the meanings it had held earlier; and, in connection with this, the 
word was more often used than before, by more different sorts of writers 
than had ever used it before. By the 1790s, it had made the transition from 
the learned vocabulary to common usage, and its popularity reached a local 
peak in that decade. 
"Energy" was not, in fact, a particularly fashionable word in England in 
the middle of the eighteenth century. In the kinds of texts where you 
would expect it to pop up?Burke on the sublime, Young on original 
composition?it appears only rarely. Nor is it a word with much scientific 
currency at this time; you can look long and hard through Philosophical 
Transactions, for instance, without finding it. 
In scholastic philosophy and among the Cambridge Platonists in the 
seventeenth century, "energy" had meant very much what it meant in 
Aristotle: that is to say, the active operation or working of something as 
opposed to its passive potentiality. Knives are sharp (that's their potential 
ity); their energy (active operation) is cutting. Apart from this use in 
philosophy, "energy" also had a specialized use in rhetoric, where it meant 
emphasis or stress. This is the only sense of the word given in Chambers' 
Cyclopaedia of 1741; it's instructive to compare this to Bailey's Dictionarium 
Britannicum of 1736 because it shows how much variation there was in 
what the word meant to you depending on whether your background was 
primarily in philosophy, rhetoric, or medicine.4 If you had no learned 
background, the word probably meant nothing at all. 
But in the later part of the eighteenth century the word rapidly became 
more popular. The old rhetorical sense had pretty much been lost, and the 
strict Aristotelian sense was fading, although it survived among philosophers 
for a while, and in the Encyclopedia Britannica, which tends to be conser 
vative in semantic matters. More commonly, though, the word was applied 
to people or to their behavior, and used in a loose way to mean force, 
3. Morton Paley, Energy and the Imagination (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1970) 3. 
4. E. Chambers, Cyclopaedia, or an Universal Dictionary of Arts and Sciences (London: 
D. Midwinter, 1741). Nathan Bailey, Dictionarium Britannicum, or a more compleat etymological 
English Dictionary than any extant (London: T. Cox, 1736). 
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vigor, activity, or the capacity for any of the above. There was also a 
quasi-scientific use of the word, characteristicaUy plural; you could talk 
about "energies in nature" almost interchangeably with "powers of nature." 
A characteristic example is this quote from James Beattie's poem "The 
Minstrel." 
Enraptured by the hermit's strain, the youth 
Proceeds the path of science to explore 
And now, expanded to the beams of truth, 
New energies and charms unknown before 
His mind discloses . . .5 
I can't, on the other hand, find many examples of natural ph?osophers 
themselves using the term between the earlier part of the century and the 
late 1790s. Erasmus Darwin isn't especiaUy fond of it. Joseph Priestley 
prefers to talk about the "powers" of matter; he only uses "energy" in 
theological contexts and in the old AristoteUan sense. At this point the 
word perhaps plays a larger role in discourse about science than it does in 
scientific discourse itself. 
But in novels, in political writing, in letter-writing (and therefore prob 
ably in conversation), "energy" was becoming a fashionable word. It had 
become a buzzword by the late 1780s in Britain, and perhaps a decade 
earUer in France. New philological software tools make it possible for me 
to back up my anecdotal sense of this development with quantitative 
evidence. The best of these tools is ARTFL, which unfortunately appUes 
only to French texts.6 Located at the University of Chicago and available 
through the internet, ARTFL enables researchers to define a Ust of words 
and to measure the number of occurrences of those words in a corpus of 
texts. Dividing the number of occurrences by the total number of words 
in the corpus gives relative frequency. Here I've looked at occurrences of 
"?nergie," "?nergique(s)," and "?nergiquement" in different decades. 
ARTFL includes enough texts, from enough different genres of writing, 
to make me fairly confident of the reUab?ity and representativeness of these 
figures. As Figure 1 shows, "?nergie" doesn't become a reaUy common 
word until the second half of the eighteenth century, and its popularity 
seems to peak in the early decades of the nineteenth. 
There is, of course, no necessary reason why the same thing should be 
happening with a cognate word in a different language on the other side 
of the English Channel, but in this particular instance that seems to be the 
5. James Beattie, "The Minstrel," The Minstrel, or the Progress of Genius, and Other Poems 
(London: John Sharpe, 1817) 2: 56. 
6. American and French Research on the Treasury of the French Language, U of Chicago, 
Department of Romance Languages and Literatures. 
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case. There isn't yet, unfortunately, anything like ARTFL for English. But 
a philological tool that works fairly well in the interim is the CD-rom 
version of the OED.7 The OED in itself isn't able to tell you anything 
about the relative frequency of words, but it does allow for electronic 
searches through the whole corpus of illustrative quotations. Since each 
quotation has a date associated with it, those searches can also be limited 
by date. The size of the body of text this provides varies in different periods; 
in the period we're looking at it varies from 21,000 to 100,000 quotations 
per decade, or roughly ten times that number of words in each decade. 
This is a somewhat smaller sample than ARTFL provides, but it's large 
enough to provide a rough index of the frequency of a word. Some 
qualifications are necessary: it's hard to know how representative the 
OED's selection of texts is, and hard to distinguish American from British 
usage, though in this period the bulk of the quotations are certainly British. 
Finally, it's necessary to discard cases where a word appears in a quotation 
to illustrate its own definition, because these dates otherwise tend to clump 
and destroy the randomness of the sample. 
To create these figures I've bundled together all occurrences of "energy," 
"energies," "energetic," "energetically" and so on (see Figure 2). The scale 
on the left: is marked in terms of occurrences per thousand quotations. The 
figures here tell a somewhat different story than the figures for France. In 
particular, the rise of "energy" seems to start later, and continue longer, 
than its French cognate, and there is a sharp frequency spike in the 1790s 
(somewhat dulled here by the twenty-year time scale). But there is agree 
ment on two broad points: both words rise dramatically in frequency, and 
in both cases the rise only becomes marked in the second half of the 
eighteenth century. It is fairly safe, then, to conclude that there was a rising 
vogue for "energy" in both Britain and France in the latter part of the 
eighteenth century. 
We should turn now to the more difficult question, Why was this so? 
Generally, the only way to answer this is to look closely at the way the 
word was in fact being used. Now and then one finds writers who remark 
on their own vocabulary with more than the usual amount of self-con 
sciousness, and these writers provide exceptionally useful clues. Anne 
Marie Jaton's essay "Energ?tique et f?minit? (1720?1820)" directed my 
attention to an exchange of letters between Madame du Deffand and the 
Duchesse de Choiseul that falls into this latter category.8 In this letter of 
7- The Oxford English Dictionary, second ed., on compact disc (New York: Oxford UP, 
1992). 
8. Anne-Marie Jaton, "?nerg?tique et f?minit? (1720-1820)," Romantisme 46 (1984): 
15-25. 
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Fig. i: Frequency of "?nergie," "?nergique(s)," etc. 
Fig. 2: Frequency of "energy," "energetic," etc. 
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17 septembre 1779, Madame du Deffand (who is about to turn 83) is 
writing about Voltaire. 
Mais dans ses ouvrages de philosophie et d'agr?ment, je trouve que 
personne n'a plus que lui de justesse, de clart? et d'?nergie. Je vois 
l'abb? (si vous lui lisiez ma lettre) qui se moque de moi. Je me souviens 
qu'il me tourna en ridicule une fois que, par hasard, je pronon?ai ce 
mot ?nergie. Eh bien! qu'il sache qu'aujourd'hui il est devenu ? la 
mode, et qu'on n'?crit plus rien qu'on ne le place.9 
[But in his philosophical and artistic works I find that no one has more 
precision, clarity, and energy than he. I see the abb? (if you should 
read him my letter) laughing at me. I remember that he held me up 
to ridicule one time when by chance I pronounced this word ?nergie. 
WeU! Let him know that today it has become fashionable, and that 
one no longer writes anything without putting it in.] (my translation) 
This passage teUs us several things. The word "?nergie" had at one point 
been sufficiently novel, or sufficiently odd, to draw down the mockery of 
the Abb? de Barth?l?my. It also teUs us that by 1779, it had already become 
something of a buzzword in France. The Duchesse de Choiseul writes 
back, 
Vous me demandez si je connais le mot ?nergie. Assur?ment je le 
connais et je peux m?me fixer l'?poque de sa naissance. C'est depuis 
qu'on a des convulsions en entendant la musique. L'enthousiasme, ma 
ch?re petite-fiUe, est partout substitu? au bon go?t, ou plut?t au 
simple go?t; on n'exprime que depuis on ne sent plus. La langue est 
comme l'histoire au pass?: nous avions autre fois de grands hommes 
qui avaient des admirateurs et point d'enthousiastes; aujourd'hui, nous 
n'avons ni grands choses ni grands hommes, mais nous avons de 
l'enthousiasme et nous parlons d'?nergie. Ce mot n'?tait peut-?tre pas 
connu de temps des Romains, et les Spartiates, qui r?pondaient ? 
PhiUipe si ?nergiquement, ne savaient peut-?tre pas qu'ils ?taient ?ner 
giques. Il n'y a que vous qui ayez conserv? le d?p?t de la v?rit? et du 
bon go?t. (3: 363) 
[You ask me if I know the word ?nergie. Certainly I know it and I 
can even fix the epoch of its birth. It's since they've been having 
convulsions while listening to music. Enthusiasm, my dear Uttle girl, 
9. Marie Anne du Deffand de la Lande, Correspondance Compl?te de Mme du Deffand avec 
La Duchesse de Choiseul, L'Abb? Barth?l?my et M. Craufurt (Paris: Michel L?vy Fr?res, 1867) 
3: 361. 
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is everywhere substituted for good taste, or rather for simple taste; one 
doesn't express until one has ceased to feel. Language is like the history 
of former times: we once had great men who had admirers and no 
enthusiasts; today, we have neither great things nor great men, but we 
have enthusiasm and we speak of ?nergie. This word was not, perhaps, 
known in Roman times, and the Spartans, who responded to Philip 
so energetically, did not perhaps know that they were energetic. There's 
no one but you who has preserved truth and good taste.] (my trans 
lation) 
What the Duchesse de Choiseul describes as the "naissance" of "?nergie" 
was almost certainly only its shift from learned to everyday vocabularies, 
but her identification of this moment with the rise of "l'enthousiasme" is 
nevertheless extremely interesting. 
Aside from Unking ?nergie generally with enthusiasm, this passage may 
perhaps provide a more specific clue. In the Duchess' own phrase, the 
word has been popular, "since they've been having convulsions while 
listening to music." This may refer to the new practice of Mesmerism.10 
Mesmer had already made something of a splash in Paris by 1779, evoking 
convulsions or crises of animal magnetism in his (largely female) subjects. 
Music played an important role in Mesmer's theories of "harmony,"11 and 
it was understood to contribute to these convulsions. 
It makes good prima facie sense to associate Mesmerism with the rhetoric 
of energy, because both are part of a general climate of fascination with 
natural forces?particularly with electricity, which lent itself to impressively 
vivid demonstrations, and which had just been famously tamed by Frank 
lin's lightning rod. Moreover, Mesmer's animal-magnetic fluid is a con 
cretization of human subjectivity conceived as circulating in a larger "flux 
and reflux" with the rest of the universe, and likewise, as we'll see, much 
of the appeal of talking about human "energy" in this period is that it can 
be conceived as one with the "energies" of the natural world. It would, 
however, be a mistake to call Mesmer the cause of the fascination 
with energy, because as far as I can tell he simply doesn't use the word 
"?nergie" at all. Mesmer relied on a cosmological model that was based 
on fluids and fluid dynamics, rather than, for instance, the model shared 
by Priestley, Boscovich, and to some degree Hutton, that makes matter a 
mere epiphenomenon of forces between atomic points. Describing animal 
magnetism as a material fluid may have helped confer respectability on his 
theories in France, when talking about a cloudier and perhaps more 
io. I owe this suggestion to Reeve Parker. 
11. Robert Darnton, Mesmerism and the End of the Enlightenment in France (Cambridge: 
Harvard UP, 1968) 6. 
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recognizably trendy ?nergie would have tended to discredit them. In any 
event, the word simply doesn't belong to his usual vocabulary. Instead of 
being related by causation, Mesmerism and the fascination with ?nergie 
were probably two separate expressions of a common cultural moment in 
France. 
Across the channel in Britain, this moment seems to have come later. 
I've found relatively few citations for "energy" in the 1780s, and those few 
tend to be ambiguous. For instance Thomas Reid writes, "We have no 
reason to ascribe intelUgence, or even sensation, to plants; yet there appears 
in them an active force and energy, which cannot be the result of any 
arrangement or combination of matter."12 Here Reid may weU be using 
the word in the Aristotelian sense to mean "faculty, operation." Plants, as 
we would say, exhibit a certain kind of activity. This ambiguity is also 
present in the way the phrase "vital energy" is used by Cowper. The fact 
that "energy" usuaUy appears bracketed with adjectives and synonyms?i.e. 
Reid's "active force and energy"?is a good indication that writers aren't 
quite confident their readers wiU know how to interpret the word. 
The first instance I've found of a text that uses the word frequently, lets 
it stand on its own, and weights it heavily with meaning, is Henry FuseU's 
translation of Lavater's Aphorisms on Man (originaUy pubUshed in 1788, but 
I have cited the second edition, from 1789): 
Wishes run over in loquacious impotence, wiU presses on with laconic 
energy.13 
He only, who can give durabiUty to his exertions, has genuine power 
and energy of mind. (38) 
He alone has energy that cannot be deprived of it. (121) 
Who has energy of wiU has few diverging wishes. Whose wiU is bent 
with energy on one, must renounce the wishes for many things. 
. . . 
The energy of choice, the unison of various powers for one, is alone 
will, born under the agonies of self-denial and renounced desires. (10) 
Note the strong connection between energy and wiU in these aphorisms. 
This definition of energy as something like creative perseverance or 
willpower is something fairly new; it doesn't, for instance, have any 
precedent in Johnson's Dictionary. This resembles the way WiUiam Godwin 
12. Thomas Reid, Essays on the Active Powers of Man (Hildesheim: Georg Olms Ver 
lagsbuchhandlung, 1967) 2. 
13. Johann K. Lavater, Aphorisms on Man, trans. Henry Fuseli (London: J. Johnson, 1789) 
12. Original German version: "Vermischte, unphysiognomische Regeln zur Menschenkent 
niss," Ausgew?hlte Schrifien (Zurich: F. Schulthess, 1841). 
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habituaUy uses the word, as we'U see, and I think it's an indication that 
"energy" was being drawn into the sphere of ideas about work in a way 
that other close synonyms, Uke "force" and "power," were not. 
But since this is a translation from the German, one might reasonably 
ask how much it has to do with Britain. The answer is that FuseU took 
extraordinary Uberties with his translation, and in particular, added "en 
ergy" in aU kinds of places where nothing like it existed in the original. 
Sometimes "energy" is replacing Kraft?a word of more general appUcation 
that can also mean "strength" or "abiUty." But often, FuseU seems to insert 
"energy" for the sheer fun of it. "Wer Eines ganz woUen kann," which 
could be translated, "He who can completely wiU one thing" becomes in 
FuseU, "whose wiU is bent with energy on one." Even where Kraft is 
present, FuseU's determination to work in his favorite word sometimes leads 
him into strange contortions. "Die Kraft, recht zu woUen," which could 
more idiomaticaUy be "the strength to choose rightly," becomes "the 
energy of choice. 
" 
So however one apportions responsibility for the text 
as a whole between Lavater and his translator, responsib?ity for the ideali 
zation of "energy" rests squarely with FuseU. 
In this, the Aphorisms are only the leading edge of a trend that became 
widespread and quite powerful in the 1790s. No longer primarily a learned 
term, "energy" starts to appear in novels and in correspondence. It's an 
every-other-page tic in the writings of Thomas Taylor the Platonist, who 
has a particular fondness for the verb "energize." Blake makes the active 
"energy" of the body a central term in the diaboUcal prophecies of his 
"Marriage of Heaven and HeU." But proceeding year by year and trying 
to trace the tangle of influences here would become impossibly complex. 
A better way to organize this profusion is to ask, Who were the writers 
who particularly leaned on the word? In addition to Henry FuseU, one can 
Ust WiUiam Blake, WiUiam Godwin, and Mary Wollstonecraft. This reads, 
of course, Uke a Ust of important figures in the younger generation of 
EngUsh radicals; FuseU, Godwin, and WoUstonecraft were aU pubUshed by 
Joseph Johnson and knew each other. Ann RadcUffe, another writer who 
used the word heavily, is not properly part of this group, but her novels 
were tarred with the same brush in retrospect and shared in the fortunes 
of 1790s radicaUsm. 
Did the very word "energy," then, carry political connotations? One 
should proceed with caution here. It's true that the word appears frequently 
in WoUstonecraft's descriptions of the French, and that the phrase "Jaco 
binic energy" appears in the Annual Register for 1793. On the other hand, 
another writer who used the word frequently, for example, was Edmund 
Burke, who writes, "The heart of the citizen is a perennial spring of energy 
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to the state."14 There's no direct correlation between vocabulary and 
political views. But without oversimplifying the issue, it is possible to detect 
signs that the word did become politically loaded in the course of the 
decade. 
The most convincing evidence for this association is Elizabeth Hamil 
ton's satirical novel Memoirs of Modem Philosophers, published in 1800. The 
novel takes aim at William Godwin and other philosophic radicals primarily 
through caricature. Two of the book's central characters are Mr. Glib and 
his pupil Bridgetina, and the primary comic device used to characterize 
them is their habit of referring vaguely to "energies" whenever they have 
something to legitimize or explain. Mr. Glib, in particular, is given the set 
speech "That's it! Energies do all!" as a kind of leitmotif. To a man whose 
finger has just been bitten by a monkey, Mr Glib cries, "Exert your 
energies, my dear citizen 
. . . exert your energies, my dear. That's it! 
Energies do all! Cure your finger in a twinkling. Energies would make a 
man of the monkey himself in a fortnight."15 Bridge tina is represented as 
having absorbed similar charlatanical ideas from her teacher. She looks 
forward to the era "when mankind are sufficiently enlightened to cure all 
diseases by the exertion of their energies" (Hamilton 101). 
The caricature of the radical scientist as quack was a fairly standard 
element of the anti-Jacobin repertoire. It was often, as here, associated 
more particularly with ridicule directed at the new natural forces that 
science was introducing into public consciousness. A caricature of Joseph 
Priestley (brought to my notice by Jan Golinski's Science and Public Culture) 
nicely illustrates how the fear of revolutionary contagion could be associ 
ated with the contagious communicability of electricity (see page 114).16 
Priestley is introduced by his French master to the National Assembly; he 
has a jar of "Phlogiston from Hackney College" and seems to be "elec 
trising" the members of the Assembly with it. (Priestley had speculated that 
there might be a connection between electricity and phlogiston.) 
There was some basis for this fear of popular science. Priestley, certainly, 
was both an effective popularizer of science and a thorn in the side of the 
English government. In The Botanic Garden (1791), Priestley's friend Eras 
mus Darwin described recent events in France with the same scientific 
14- Edmund Burke, "Three Letters Addressed to a member of the present Parliament. 
On the proposals for peace with the Regicide Directory of France," The Works of the Right 
Honourable Edmund Burke (London: J. C. Nimmo, 1899) 5: 239. 
15. Elizabeth Hamilton, Memoirs of Modem Philosophers (Bath: G. G. and J. Robinson, 
1800) 35. My attention was directed to this passage by Morton Paley. 
16. Jan Golinski, Science as Public Culture: Chemistry and Enlightenment in Britain 1760?1820 
(Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1992) 183. 
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Caricature of Priesdey reproduced courtesy of The British Museum. 
This content downloaded from 130.126.32.13 on Sat, 24 Aug 2013 08:13:17 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions
PRODUCTIVISM AND "ENERGY" IN THE LATE 1700S 115 
metaphor used by our caricaturist, "The patriot-flame with quick conta 
gion ran, / Hill lighted hill, and man electrised man,"17 showing that the 
idea of revolution as "electric" contagion did appeal to British radicals. 
Writing about France, Robert Darnton has also demonstrated a close 
connection between Mesmer's circle of associates, a fascination with the 
idea of imponderable fluids, and pre-revolutionary radicalism. (Darnton 
doesn't always distinguish as clearly as one would like between "impon 
derable fluids" and "natural forces," but it's possible that the social group 
he's describing didn't do so either.) Finally, Simon Schaffer has argued that 
natural power or "genius" was in some ways the dominant metaphor for 
cultural politics in this whole era, tending to evoke enthusiasm in some, 
and ridicule from the establishment.18 This history of conflict probably lies 
behind Hamilton's decision to satirize radical science under the sign of 
"energies," in spite of the fact (as we've seen) that people like Erasmus 
Darwin and Joseph Priestley didn't actually use that particular word. (God 
win, as we'll see, does use it, and it's Godwin that Hamilton is really 
thinking of.) 
Apart from its pseudo-medical application, "energy" is represented as an 
ideal that legitimizes "rising above" traditional moral claims. Of Moses, 
Bridgetina says, "His energies were cramped by superstition" (Hamilton 
4), and she calls gratitude a vice "peculiar to minds who have imbibed 
certain prejudices, but which none who have energy to rise above [those 
prejudices], are ever known to practice" (Hamilton 24). In a similar vein, 
a challenge to display energy operates as a pseudo-philosophical mode of 
seduction. In this passage, the lovely Julia recounts how Vallaton persuaded 
her into arranging a tryst. 
At length he said he would put me to the proof. If I had energy 
sufficient to dare to meet him in the arbour at the bottom of the 
garden, after the family were retired to rest, he would acknowledge 
his error, and adore me. I for some time hesitated, but at length I 
could not bear the thought of appearing despicable in his eyes by my 
want of energy. I went. (91-92; Hamilton's italics) 
For these characters, energy is always displayed in opposition to some 
convention or material hindrance. The poseur, Vallaton, claims that "his 
mind had sufficient energy to rise above every existing circumstance but 
that of hopeless love" (Hamilton 94). Hamilton, in short, sets out to satirize 
17- (London: J. Johnson, 1791) 91. 
18. Simon Schaffer, "Genius in Romantic Natural Philosophy," Romanticism and the 
Sciences, ed. A. Cunningham and N. Jardine (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1990). See also 
Marie-H?l?ne Huet, "Thunder and Revolution: Franklin, Robespierre, Sadel," The French 
Revolution 178?-198g: Two Hundred Years of Rethinking, ed. Sandy Petrey (Lubbock: Texas 
Tech UP, 1989). 
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"energy" as a word that covertly aggrandizes the individual's subjectivity, 
and that pretends to place it above ordinary moral claims and even physical 
reaUty. 
Hamilton's most immediate target in this is probably WiUiam Godwin, 
and she has fastened shrewdly onto one of his recognizable verbal habits. 
Godwin does return to the idea of "energy" with something Uke the 
predictabiUty ascribed to Mr. GUb. The word occurs thirty-five times in 
the course of Caleb Williams, for instance, often in some version of the 
formulaic phrase, "I must exert the whole energy of my mind. 
. . ,"19 It 
also appears frequently in Political Justice, and it is, as we wiU see, an 
important idea for Godwin. 
Moreover, Hamilton does have (making aUowances for the fact that she's 
writing a farce) a rough grasp of the way Godwin uses the word. When 
"energy" occurs in Caleb Williams, it's usuaUy so that a heroic character 
may resist or rise above some sort of "existing circumstance." "I should 
coUect the whole energy of my mind to repel the charge" (169). "I must 
exert the whole energy of my mind to prevent my being ranked with the 
vilest of men" (101). "I was solemn, yet ftdl of rapid emotion, burning 
with indignation and energy" (130). "Perhaps it wiU be found that the 
greatest hero owes the propriety of his conduct to the habit of encountering 
difficulties and calling out with promptness the energies of his mind" (144). 
Note that in aU these instances "energy" is expUcitly identified as an 
attribute of the mind. This passage from Caleb Williams can be seen as a 
mini-narrative of its origin and purpose: 
My mind had always been active, and I was probably indebted to the 
sufferings I had endured, and the exquisite and increased susceptibiUty 
they produced, for new energies. I soon felt the desire of some 
additional and vigorous pursuit. (294) 
Energy is, in other words, the name for some mental quality that is 
produced when natural mental activity comes up against habitual oppres 
sion. Born out of resistance, it sustains further resistance,?and may even 
be produced in excess, so that it looks for "some additional and vigorous 
pursuit." 
The relevance of this to the poUtics of what Isaac Kramnick has caUed 
"bourgeois radicaUsm" in Godwin and others is too obvious, I think, to 
need much underlining.20 Let me just press for a moment on the "bour 
geois" part ofthat phrase. Oppositional poUtics in late eighteenth-century 
England was driven quite largely by citizens from the "middle ranks of 
Ufe," whose self-image was bound up with the idea that they represented 
19- William Godwin, Caleb Williams (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1970) 101. 
20. Isaac Kramnick, Republicanism and Bourgeois Radicalism (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1990). 
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the active and industrious part of the nation. The aristocracy and the very 
poor, on the other hand, were often seen as resembling each other in their 
inertia. The idea of resistant "energy" is, then, the self-idealization of a 
bourgeoisie that feels that its economic and intellectual "energies" are 
oppressed, or in other words a plea for la carri?re ouverte aux talents. 
Godwin makes this political content explicit in an aside on Mr. Ray 
mond, his benevolent highwayman. 
Energy is perhaps of all qualities the most valuable; and a just political 
system would possess the means of extracting from it thus circum 
stanced its beneficial qualities, instead of consigning it as now to 
indiscriminate destruction. (218)21 
This idea also appears frequently, in precisely the same terms, in Godwin's 
Political fustice: "All that is to be asked on the part of government in behalf 
of morality and virtue is a clear stage upon which for them to exert their 
own energies. 
. . ."22 
What makes this word useful for Godwin, however, is the fact that it 
stands at once for a psychological and an economic or political force. 
We've already noted that energy in Godwin is usually "the energy of my 
mind." This is why he talks about energy rather than labor or industry; it 
allows him to identify the beneficial spirit of activity he's describing as a 
natural product of the human mind. This product can, moreover, take the 
form of something like Imagination. An early example of this appears in 
1785, in Godwin's introduction to his translation of a report commissioned 
by the King of France to investigate Mesmerism. He's explaining why it 
may be worth reading about a theory that has already been exposed as 
mistaken. 
Truth is uniform and narrow; it constantly exists, and does not seem 
to require so much an active energy, as a passive aptitude of soul in 
order to encounter it. But error is endlessly diversified; it has no real 
ity, but is the pure and simple creation of the mind that invents it.23 
Error, then, can be more interesting than truth because it displays "active 
energy," which here seems to mean something like "creative power." 
There is some evidence that this concept of mental "energy" was in the 
process of replacing an older bourgeois ideal, denominated as "diligence" 
21. There is, ironically enough, an echo of Burke here. See the passage on preserving 
the "energies" of monastic corporations cited toward the end of this paper. 
22. William Godwin, An Enquiry Concerning Political Justice and its Influence on General 
Virtue and Happiness (New York: Knopf, 1926) 82. 
23. William Godwin, "Introduction," Report of Dr. Benjamin Franklin, and other Commis 
sioners, charged by the King of France with the Examination of the Animal Magnetism as now practised 
at Paris (London: J. Johnson, 1785) xvii. 
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or sometimes as "industry." Earlier in the century, these are the standard 
terms of praise for the moral quality that enables hard work; but in Godwin, 
Blake, and to some degree in Wollstonecraft, "diligence" and "industry" 
have largely dropped out and "energy" is playing a similar role?though 
not an identical one. 
One of the crucial differences, I think, is that the older moral terms 
suggest meticulous, willed, and repetitive activity, whereas "energy" is 
imagined to flow spontaneously from an inner source. We've already seen 
how "energy," for Godwin, is a by-product of the mind's natural activity. 
"Industrious," on the other hand, had just recently acquired a new pejo 
rative sense in which it meant "calculated." Here's an example from Burke 
in 1796: "For some time past, these two points have been kept, and even 
industriously kept, out of sight" ("Peace with the Regicide Directory" 
291). This shift of meaning may be a symptom of dissatisfaction with the 
lack of spontaneity in the ideal of "industry." 
Insofar as this is a trajectory from terms that describe action, to a term 
that denominates a quantity of something taken to reside within the mind 
itself, it falls in with standard accounts of the history of ideas in the 
eighteenth century as an internalizing process. There is a strong parallel, 
for instance, to S. H. Monk's history of theories of the sublime, where he 
finds that the locus of sublimity gradually shifted from the sublime object 
to the mind of the observer. There is also a parallel to another development 
Monk traces; "energy," like "the sublime," is a term that leaves the domain 
of rhetoric in order to enter the domain of psychology. 
But there's more going on here than internalization. There is a certain 
vision of history at stake as well. Michel Delon has discussed the connection 
of "energy" with radical politics and the idea of human perfectibility in 
France, particularly in Benjamin Constant and Mme de Sta?l.24 In England, 
this same connection appears, but conditioned by the traces of dissenting 
Protestantism that color much of radical thought there at this time. A 
passage that makes this quite clear appears in Mary Wollstonecraft's travel 
memoir, A Short Residence in Sweden, Norway, and Denmark. Wollstonecraft 
describes her reaction to the sight of some ancient embalmed bodies in a 
Norwegian church. 
When I was shewn these human petrifactions, I shrunk back with 
disgust and horror. 'Ashes to ashes!' thought I?'Dust to dust!'?If this 
be not dissolution, it is something worse than natural decay. It is 
treason against humanity, thus to lift up the awfiil veil which would 
hide its weakness. The grandeur of the active principle is never more 
24- Michel Delon, "La th?orie de l'?nergie ? Coppet," Benjamin Constant, Mmd de Sta?l, 
et le Groupe de Coppet (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 1982) 445. 
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strongly felt than at such a sight, for nothing is so ugly as the human 
form when deprived of life, and thus dried into stone. . . . The 
contemplation of noble ruins produces a melancholy that exalts the 
mind.?We take a calm retrospect of the exertions of man, the fate 
of empires and their rulers; and marking the grand destruction of ages, 
it seems the necessary change of time leading to improvement.?Our 
very soul expands, and we forget our Uttleness, how painfuUy brought 
to our recoUection by such vain attempts to snatch from decay what 
is destined so soon to perish. Life, what art thou? Where goes this 
breath? this I, so much alive? In what element wiU it mix, giving or 
receiving fresh energy?25 
It's important to understand that, for WoUstonecraft, ruins are the opposite 
of mummified bodies. Ruins, in their dissolution, turn our mind toward 
grand historical cycles of "destruction" and "improvement," analogous to 
the cycles whereby what she caUs "the active principle" is Uberated in death 
and mixes again with nature, "giving or receiving fresh energy." Mum 
mified bodies, on the other hand, are terrifying because they inadvertently 
suggest that this "active principle" might be trapped and fixed. It's inter 
esting how some very old Protestant prejudices against materiaUty?I'm 
thinking of Stephen Greenblatt's recent work on the controversy over the 
transfiguration of the host in the Renaissance?combine here with a 
relatively recent and radical-bourgeois idea of history as progress. But the 
key to this whole formation is a concept of "the active principle" or 
"energy"?which is, as it were, the soul in this version of history. 
One can see how closely this concept was Unked to a specificaUy 
bourgeois view of history by glancing at WiUiam Lisle Bowles, a poet of 
considerable popularity in his time but of very slight repute today. Bowles's 
long poems "The Spirit of Navigation" (pubUshed before 1801) and "The 
Spirit of Discovery" (1804) are celebrations of oceanic exploration in 
general, but more especiaUy of EngUsh nationaUsm and of the commercial 
spirit. The heroic navigators in these poems are oddly dwarfed by Bowles's 
focus on the giant historical forces that their "discoveries" unleash: "huge 
Enterprise," "mutual intercourse," and most importantly the inteUectual 
"energies" that these in turn rouse. 
But mutual intercourse shaU stir at first 
The sunk and groveUing spirit, and from sleep 
The suUen energies of man rouse up 
As of a slumbering giant.26 
25- (New York: Penguin, 1987) 108-9. 
26. William Lisle Bowles, The Poetical Works of William Lisle Bowles (New York: D. Ap 
pleton & Co, 1855) 1: 242. 
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The ties between this Whiggish view of history and the interests of an 
English mercantile class are clear enough. To do Bowles justice, though, 
there is also a poetic logic here, which relies on an analogy between "the 
energies of man" and the restless energy of the sea itself. 
For this young Commerce roused the energies 
of man; else rolling back, stagnant and foul, 
Like the great element on which his ships 
Go forth, without the currents, winds, and tides 
That swell it, as with awful Ufe, and keep 
From rank putrescence the long-moving mass 
. . . 
(i: 250) 
This quote from Bowles suggests a final way in which "energy" differs 
from the ideal of "diligence" or "industry": it allows for an analogy 
between human productive power and the powers of nature. Whereas 
"diligence" belongs to the domain of human artifice, "energy" is some 
thing that the soul produces within itself both of its own accord and in an 
answering response to the "energy" manifested in nature. One could 
illustrate this with Blake's "Marriage of Heaven and Hell," which links 
natural forces ("the Antediluvians who are our Energies") indissolubly with 
human sensual desire, and identifies the two symbolically as "the Prolific." 
But Blake is idiosyncratic in insisting on the bodiliness of even human 
energy; Godwin's spiritualized concept of "the energy of my mind" is more 
characteristic of the period. A more typical example of this sort of analogy 
can thus be found in Humphry Davy's poem "The Sons of Genius," 
written around 1795, and published in 1799. 
While superstition rules the vulgar soul, 
Forbids the energies of man to rise, 
Raised far above her low, her mean control, 
Aspiring genius seeks her native skies.27 
In this very Godwinian scenario of oppression and resistance, the "genius" 
endowed with "energies" is specifically a natural philosopher?as the rest 
of the poem makes clear. His energies are evoked?as I've suggested?in 
an answering response to the energies of nature. 
The sons of nature,?they alike delight 
In the rough precipice's broken steep; 
In the bleak terrors of the stormy night; 
And in the thunder of the threatening deep. 
(Davy 1: 25) 
27- Humphry Davy, The Collected Works of Humphry Davy (London: Smith, Elder, and 
Co., 1839) 1: 24. 
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They are equaUy evoked by the philosophic study of nature and seek "on 
Newtonian wings to soar / Through the bright regions of the starry sky" 
(Davy i: 26). The same idea wiU be developed by John LesUe in 1804, 
when he writes that "an intimate acquaintance with the laws of Nature" 
"expands [man's] mental energies."28 
I hope this makes clear why it's important to document the transition 
from an ethic of industry to an ideal of energy. The romantic conception 
of energy as I've outUned it is almost identical to Rabinbach's definition 
of productivism?"the beUef that human society and nature are Unked 
primarily by the primacy and identity of aU productive activity, whether 
of laborers, of machines, or of natural forces" (Rabinbach 3). Glance, for 
example, at the analogy Burke draws between monastic corporations and 
the "energies" of steam, electricity, and magnetism. 
He is not deserving to rank high, or even to be mentioned in the 
order of great statemen, who, having obtained the command and 
direction of such a power as existed in the wealth, the habits, and the 
discipline of such corporations, as those which you have rashly de 
stroyed, cannot find any way of converting it to the lasting benefit of 
his country. . . . To destroy any power, growing wild from the rank 
productive force of the human mind, is almost tantamount, in the 
moral world, to the destruction of the apparently active properties of 
bodies in the material. It would be Uke the attempt to destroy (if it 
were in our competence to destroy) the expansive force of fixed air 
in nitre, or the power of steam, or of electricity, or of magnetism. 
These energies always existed in nature. 
. ,29 
Rabinbach's thesis "that productivism . . . first arose from the conceptual 
revolution ushered in by nineteenth-century scientific discoveries" is prob 
ably shaky on other grounds as weU?the very occurrence of the phrase 
"the ceconomy of nature" in the late eighteenth century would put it in 
doubt. But the rise of "energy" as a social ideal clinches the question. 
It does so, that is, if the texts I've discussed are reaUy representative. AU 
I've done so far, strictly speaking, is to show what's at issue in the contrast 
between "industry" and "energy." To show that one ideal was reaUy in 
decUne while the other was rising would require more than looking at a 
few texts and giving you (gentle reader) my word that they represent a 
trend. After aU, it would be quite easy to find other texts (perhaps in the 
next decade) extolUng the virtues of patient, meticulous labor and the moral 
benefits of industry. Cultures are never univocal. The question in this case 
28. John Leslie, An Experimental Inquiry into the Nature and Propagation of Heat (London: 
J. Mawman, 1804) iv. 
29. Edmund Burke, Reflections on the Revolution in France, The Works of the Right Honourable 
Edmund Burke (London: J. C. Nimmo, 1899) 3: 441-42. 
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is which voices predominate at a particular point in time?and that's a 
question hard to settle by anecdotal evidence. 
In an effort to settle it, I'm going to go out on a methodological limb 
and offer a graph of the relative frequencies of two words (see Figure 3). 
The correlation between words and ideas isn't (of course) a simple one, 
but the advantage of approaching the question from this angle is that you 
can get a sample that's more plausibly random and representative than a 
selection of quotes that was made explicitly in order to prove my thesis. 
I've based these figures on the CD-rom version of the OED. Against the 
frequency of "energy," "energetic," and other words derived from the same 
stem I have superimposed another line, showing the frequency of "dili 
gent," "diligence," "diligently," and so on. (I should note that I've dis 
carded occurrences of "diligence," the carriage, and "diligence," the writ 
of law.) You see that in general, this frequency is falling whereas the 
frequency of "energy" is rising. Moreover, up to 1800 the two graphs 
respond to each other tightly. When one goes up the other tends to go 
down, and vice versa. This suggests that "energy" and "diligence" are 
inversely correlated in the usage of the period; when writers are using one 
of the words they tend not to use the other. Moreover, the crucial 
exchange takes place in the last few decades of the eighteenth century. By 
the mid-nineteenth century "energy" has acquired a variety of technical 
uses, so that its fortunes are no longer linked solely to ideologies of labor. 
It would be hasty to draw conclusions from a single pair of words. Ideas 
and words don't relate to each other in a one-to-one fashion; the decline 
of one word may signify only that a close synonym is picking up the slack. 
However, the closest synonym of "diligence" in this period is "industry," 
and that word also seems to be declining in frequency in a way that, though 
different, also shows close inverse correlation to the rise of "energy" (see 
Figure 4). I've marked points on this graph by decade (rather than 20-year 
periods) in order to show the sharp back-and-forth swing in the frequencies 
of "industry" and "energy" between 1790 and 1820. This may not mean 
anything; there is after all a considerable amount of random "noise" in 
these figures. It might, however, indicate that there was a brief reaction 
against the discourse of "energies" associated with 1790s radicalism and a 
brief return to an older discourse of "industry." If so, this wouldn't be out 
of line with what we know of the politics of the Regency period. The 
subsequent decline of "industry" as a moral term is (incidentally) even more 
precipitous than it appears, because around 1830 "industry" starts to be a 
name for what used to be called "manufactures"?for "industries" as we 
say now. The older approbative sense of the word meanwhile fades. But I 
haven't taken it upon myself to cull out the modern usage?except to 
exclude the adjective "industrial," which is always used in a modern 
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Fig. 4: Relative frequencies of "energy" and "industry" (including other words from the 
same stems) 
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sense?because in practice many references to "EngUsh industry" faU into 
a gray area between both senses of the word. Suffice it to say that the 
decUne of "industry" as a term of moral approval may be somewhat sharper 
after 1830 than it appears. 
AU this quantitative evidence is, so to speak, optional. Readers who find 
it too positivistic for their conception of the humanities are free to ignore 
it, while still attending to the discursive part of my argument. But I hope 
readers who share my nervousness about deducing general trends from 
isolated examples will find this philological approach interesting.30 The 
evidence is very suggestive, especiaUy because ARTFL shows a similar 
decUne in the French word "diligence" while "?nergie" is becoming a 
fashionable term. In the end, I think, one has no choice but to conclude 
that the ideal of personal energy was in part displacing an older ideal of 
industry or diligence in the late eighteenth century. 
This change is, I would also argue, the first step toward aU the later 
phenomena that Rabinbach and others have caUed "productivism." There 
is a continuity to be traced that I can do no more than briefly outline here. 
"Energy" becomes the social virtue of choice for a vast range of Victorian 
thinkers, from Carlyle, to Samuel Smiles, to the anonymous author of "The 
Importance of Energy for Life" in Fraser's Magazine.31 Its political sig 
nificance necessarily becomes blurred; in fact, I think it's safe to say that 
any explicit poUtical coding the word had was extremely short-lived. There 
is, on the other hand, some evidence that it continued to be seen as the 
particular virtue of people in the "middle ranks of Ufe," and as an important 
element of the scientific vocation in particular. In 1874, for instance, Francis 
Galton's survey of the characteristics of great scientists includes a whole 
section entitled "Energy." "It wiU be seen that the leading scientific men 
are generaUy endowed with great energy," he writes, continuing, "they 
have climbed the long and steep ascent from the lower to the upper 
ranks of Ufe; they have learnt where the opportunities of learning were 
few. . . ."32 Energy remains a class-coded virtue. 
Rabinbach's emphasis on the conservation of energy, and on Helmholtz 
in particular, is by no means misguided. The impact of this scientific 
principle in Britain was indeed large, but I think a close study of the 
rhetoric of popularizers and lecturers would show that one reason the 
30. For a discussion of the theoretical issues involved in this methodology, see Mark 
Olsen, "The History of Meaning: Computational and Quantitative Methods in Intellectual 
History," foumal of History and Politics 6 (1989): 121-54. 
31. W. W., "On the Importance of Energy for Life," Fraser's Magazine 62 (i860): 63-74. 
Author not Usted in the Wellesley Index. 
32. Francis Galton, English Men of Science: Their Nature and Nurture (London: Macmillan 
& Co., 1874) 75-76. 
This content downloaded from 130.126.32.13 on Sat, 24 Aug 2013 08:13:17 AM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions
PRODUCTIVISM AND "ENERGY" IN THE LATE 1700S 125 
conservation of energy was taken up and trumpeted, while other scientific 
discoveries languished, is that it accorded well with certain surviving 
romantic assumptions in the general culture. Chief among these is the 
central place of "energy" itself as a social virtue, and as sign and seal of a 
unity between society and nature. This is, for instance, why the popular 
izes seize with such glee on the fact that 
The sun digs the ore from our mines, he rolls the iron; he rivets the 
plates, he boils the water; he draws the train. He not only grows the 
cotton, but he spins the fibre and weaves the web. There is not a 
hammer raised, a wheel turned, or a shuttle thrown, that is not raised, 
and turned, and thrown by the sun.33 
This only literalizes an assumption that the word "energy" itself had 
previously embodied. 
It's safe to conclude, then, that the first law of thermodynamics would 
not have had the impact it did if the cultural ground hadn't been prepared 
for it by romanticism. "Productivism" first became a prevalent doctrine in 
the late eighteenth century, and it did so in a way that left traces in language 
itself. Of these traces, the redefinition of "energy" and its promotion to 
the status of a social ideal was probably the most enduring. 
Cornell University 
33- John Tyndall, Heat as a Mode of Motion (New York: D. Appleton, 1864) 446-47. 
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